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Year One Evaluation of SPIN an& SPIF;

Procedures and F1'nd1'ngS'E

. . /
Introduction :
This paper reports on the evaluatiom of the first six months of operation
For the School Practices Information Network (SPIN) and the School Practices

.Information Fi1é (SPIF). SPIN a&d SPIF are services developed by Bibliographic

Retrieval Services, one of the world's largest suppliers of online computer

4 . -

seargh serv{ces4 BRS is part of the Information Technology Group (ITG), a
. ' world-widé organization engaged in all areas of information processing and

communication.
- ‘ .
L]
SPIN is-a computer-supported network of education information providers .

_at all organizational levels, particularly those that serve educators in .

local school districts. SPIF is an online, computef-searchabie database .

Ll

pf information on educational programs, practices, and instructional materials.

Both services are described comprehensively in other papers reported if this

Ay
*

~se§§jon. For-the purposes of the evaluation, it is important to reiter;te
key elements ofufhe rationale for the creation of SPIN aQ@ SPIF. These are:
- » .

o Current nationwide sources of education information (e.g., ERIC, (j
ECER) do not provide sufficient resources relating to programs,
practices, and materials in a form that practitioners can access

- and use. An online searchable.file of such.information would
provide a valuable resource for information providers and their
‘clients.

. & There is a need for a nationwide communication and exchange
- system for slinking information providing organizations at all
lewls. Such' a system can promote the sharing of resaurces not’

. foung in existing public,readily available files.
The purp of the evaluation of SPIN/SPIF is to test the validity of
the rationale - to determine the use and utility of the seryiceé. Subsequent

&
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\"Sections of this papér desc¥ibe the phase one evaluation gesidn, evaluation

¢ -

< 4 v

' /'. d.
procedbires, and findings. A final section provides conclusions, implications

based on this first round of evaluation activities, and-a discussion of con-

»

ceptué] and operational issues related to the further development of this

.

" nationwide cor’wu&icatwn, exchange and pract1ce infermatign system

The "SPIF/SPIN system was 1n1t1ated in late March, 1981 Based on pre-

_vious experience with the pilot test of the Nationa] Education Practices

fi]e for the National Institute of Education, BRS staff were agare that the

growth of the Network and the'u;e of the File would be gradual and slaw.
Given that summer {s,a very low utilization period for educatioe information
providers, it is safe to.say that the SEYN/SPIF system/is in the vemggeaf1y
stages ot development. Fer this- reason the phase bne evaluation, initiated ’

in December, 1981, was viewed as a preliminary assessmerit. The focus'was‘on‘

the SPIN members and not on thei; clients: ° e e
SPIN/SPIF Evaldation Design
) . . < . 4
Evaluatign Questions s t. 5
The eva]yatién design for SPIN/SPIF. #s based om the following broad '
. \.’ . » . 1
. Questions: ’ .- ‘ . . -
1. How arevpﬁ?ormation-pnoViders usin@ SﬁIN and SPIF?v. , ‘ N
2., How can SPIN and SPIF be 1mproved to increale their ut111ty to :
information providers? . s ’,/"{»

~
“

3. what current and futufe unmet inforhation service needs shouad‘
be addressgd by SPIN and SPIF?

A larger set of spec1f1c quest1ons or var1ab1es of 1ntereJ¢ are vested

within these broader information qeeds. wwth respect to SPIN program

managers had the following specifjc.informat1pn needs. ) ‘ L




e What is the frequency of use for each of the SPIN services (t.e.,
online member d1rectory, online newsletter, and electronic 'mail)?

e How do 1nformat10n prov1ders rate the utiltity of SPIN services?

o What k1nds of communications are transmltt!i us1ng «electronic
mail? ,

o Does the SPIN system operate as designed? Can users operate
; the system? _

With respect to SPIF, program managers had the following information
1 .

needs:
e How frequently is the database searched?

e Is'the search system operating as designed? Can users.search
the database adequately?

e Do information providers find the database useful?” Do their
clients? Are some resources more useful than others? If yes,
which ones? '

e Is additional information spught from the contact person or
organization cited in the abstract? How ofteh? Are satis-
factory responses (i.e., more information or materials) pro-
vided? . !

o Is the database royalty reasonable? Is the database judged
more valuable than other education.databases generally

available? v

l: What other content is needed in SPIF? How else could SPIF”
be ‘made more useful? S

* Data Sources
The principal data sources for responding to these evaluation questions

were the SPIN members. In addition, documentation was maintained of key

T ¥

development and operational incidents. A SPIN Member Questionnairé was used °

’ to gather data relating to the specific evaluation questians (see Appendix A).

~




Data Col]ect1on Methods, .

The SPIN Member Quest1onna1re was seﬁt to fifty-five SPIN members in
mid- Deceﬂber, 1981. -A]though the Nethrk had near]y seventy-five members
at that p01nt program nanagers‘ﬁec1ded to survey only those’ who had been
members through October, 1981 .- Th1s was done tP focus on members who had had
© sufficient time to become fam11)ar wlph, and use, the system. A second‘ma111
" ing wae used for nen-respondents. Teﬂephoje inter;fews.were conducted to
obtain further ﬁnflrmation'when~necessa;y.

§0f the fiff;—é{;e questiOnnaires se;t out, forty-four (80 percent)/
weré returned. ‘Table 1 disp]ay;*the return rate by type of organization.
'.Of the forty fdur quest1onna1res returned, nine were not completed and were
not 1nc1uded in the analysis. ,;he reason g1ven by all nine respondents was
that it was too soon for them to provide évaluative Judgments about the

serv1ces, they had not had enough experience with 1t Thus, a total of

) ‘th1rty-f1ve quest1onna1res were usked in the. analysis.

*

'Evaluatﬁon Findiﬁg;_

. /
Frequency of SPIN Use .

- -

SPIN members were asked to rate the frequency of their use of the three

. SPIN services'¢ the member directory, the newsletter, and electronic mail.

N

Table 2 d1sp1ays the meen responses by group for each service. A four{point
scale was YSEd by respondents,.w1th 1 indicating "never used", 2 indicating
"rarely”,)3'-”sometimesx, and 4-"frequently." Mean scores for all three -
gen¢ice§ ranged between rarely and sometimes, with the use of electronic

mail slightly higher than the other two services. Respondenfs indicating

no or rare use of-the services were asked to comment on their responses.

-




g Table 1 ’

Return Rate by Organization Type

. §
Organization Type Number Sént Number (%) Returned Number Usable
National SO 6 5 (83) . 4
National-Regional 12 T 10 (83Y 8
. . \
State : 17 <15 (88) . 13
L] ]
State-Regional 10 8 (80)- . 6
School Districtd 7 . 5 (71) 4
Publishers ~ 2 - ' 1 (50 . 0
. , A
: Higher Education ) -1 0 - Y
Total 55 ’ 44 (80) - 35
Table 2 ,
- [ - . '
r Frequency of Use of SPIN Services. .
.Organizétion Type Directory Newsletter ~E1ectronic Mail
National (N=4) 2.75 2.5 . 2.5
’ . * '
National-Regiopafy (N=8)  2.75 2.5 , 3.5 ]
State (N=13) 2.92 . 2.54 . S 2.92 -
State-Regional (N=6) 2.5 . . 2.33 2.33 .
School Districts (N=4) 2.33° ©2:75 o 2.5
T 2.72 2.51 ©2.86
' ~
&
5 4

\‘Y
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The most frequent response was that _they were.not yet fully trained in the
g "

usg of the system (five responses). Three ‘respondents indicated they had
had no reason to use one or more of the services. Telephone interviews with

four Tow-user respondents indicated that, although tfchnica11y capable of

using the sgervices, such use had not become a part of theAr normal routine.

One respondent commented that she had no use for the services. Four respon-
r
dents indicated that searching the online member directory was unnecessarily

time’éﬁnsuming.

>

\

SPIN Utility \ ’ v

Table 3 displays the mean ratings of utility of the three SPIN services.

.

A four-bqint scale was used by respondents, with 1 indicating "useless" and

4 {ndjqatiﬁg fvery useful " Mean scores varied from a hiéh of 3.0Q to a Tow
of 2.25, ind;c;;iné a relatively uniform response across groups. Mean ‘
:esponses were similarly uniform. Comments b{ SPI\ members indicated that
non—respdﬂ§e was attributable to ;on-use or to insufficient use to support

@ judgment. Other comments explaining low ratings (1 or 2) were: 'need more

[

training," “electronic mail needs more BRS bromotion,” and, "the online

directory should be in print form."

Purposes for Using Electronic Mail (
SPIN members were a?Led for whal purposes they had used the electronic
mail system. Table 4‘disp1ays’theitsponses. Two respondents indicated
that they had never used the electronic mail system and three indicated that
they had used the system "once or twicer just to try it out." By far the

most frequently indicated purpose was for.routine communication. Routine

6




* Table 3

" Utility of SPIN Services

Organfzation Type Directory '+ Newsletter " Electronic Mail

LN

*~ 7

National (N=4) 3.00 (NR=1) 2.71 (NR=1) 2.50 .

1 4

National-Regional (N=8)  2.71-(NR=2) 2.71 (NR=1) ©2.43 (NR=1)

State (N=13) 2.50 (NR=1) 2.25 (NR=3) 2.75 (NR=2)
' ‘ . .

State-Regional (N=6) 2.33 2.50

School Districts (N=4) 2.50 (NR=1) - 2.75 (NR=1)

X 2.56 2.50

Table 4

Purposes for Using Electronic Mail

»

. I"
Organization Type Routine Receiving Respondinﬁ to - Making
% Communication Requests for Requests for Requests for
. " ~ Information Information Information

_ Nationa) (N=4)

National-Regional
(N=8)

State' (N=13)

State-Regional (N=6)

School Districts
(N=4) -

*multiple counts)
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communication included such purposes as notifying another SPIN member of an

“

upcoming event and passing along other unsolicited work-related information.

A good portion of, routine commhqications appear to have been used fpr social’

exchange, unrelated directly to work. . »oo

«

Considerably less communication was done for kequest{ng or responding to
requests for information, a]thbugh it appears ‘that members dﬁd_réspond to
requests for information more frequently than fﬁ;} received'them. This
discrepancy was"explained by two members who indicated that the& ;sé&‘the~
system for responding to requests for information that'they bgd receivéa\?i§

g ’

! .
other channels (i.e., mail or telephone). \ .

-

Problems-and Needed Improvements in SPIN

Three members indicated-fhat they had problems with the SPIN communica-

*
.

tions system, twenty-ﬁine cited no problems, and three dih not respond to
the question. The p{ob1ews‘cited were: ‘"takes a‘whi1e to get a response,”
“have had problems signing on," #'I sent in a newslett®r article and,never
heard," and "the [on]ine]'directory is téo cumbersome to use." Even members
who indicated that they.had no problems were able to offer suggestions: for

improvements td the SPIN communications and networking sysiem. Those-cited

’
-,
~

were:
A ) providé printed 'member directory; update-every si; months / .

¢ the indexing syétem for the online directory is helpful; tell people
about.it ) ’ ‘ '

» .
C

¢ need print newsletter
¢ need fore training .,
¢ promote use of SPIN

allow for remote entry of newsletter articles

-

\A'
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i . e fincrease membership in vocational area,
Ld ’ . -

- o dget more people in Network . ~

. . rJ v
. e allow for longer messages without signing off and'on the system

Télephong conversations .with SPIN mgmbers revealed that many.were just‘ .

*

getting used to a new way of communicating and that the experimentation period

1

» . was just phasing out. Most members‘iﬁdicatéq that they p]an:j:/,b use the v

system'more frequently in the future.

”~ Frequency of Use and Utility of SPIF - ' /‘
N ~ * SPIN members were asked to indicate the fr;quency of their use of the

SPIF database and their ratings of its utility. Table 5 displays the rmesponses

and demonstrates the gene;alﬁy higher mean ratings for SPIF than for SPIN.

4

'Across'a11|organization types thé freduency of use rating§'ranged from 2.75
. to 3.23, ﬁ}th & mean of 2.99. Utility ratings we;e somewhat higher, ranging |
‘ from'3.0Q to 3.50; with a mean 6fr3.20. Only two respondents indicated no
use of SPIF and gave as .a reason lack of adQQuate,£raiﬁing to seérch the
Hatapase. ‘No respondent indicated that the daéébase was “hse]ess,“ a]tho&gh
three respondents statéd that the file was still relative]} small in size or
uf%]ity. SPIN WEmbers were aésed wheth2r their c]ien@s ﬂ:

- .'_ * N . ' -~
found jnformation from the SPIF database useful. Twenty-seven responded .

scope, thus limiting

positively, with the remainder not responding. Based on eomments from mém-

bers, non-response- indicated that' they had no way pf'dgtermfning clients'

0

use or eva]uatfgg judgments.‘
. Only eleven of }he thirt&-fjveaéPLFiusers (33 pércént) indicated thagi
tﬁey attempted to contact people cited in the abstracts to obtain additionali
information. Of these, all indicaied ﬁhat)they were satisfjéd with the

resppnse. fhe largé number of members not atteﬁpting to collect additional -

[ &




Table 5

. Frequengy of Use and Utility of SPIF :

- - v s o ' N
; -

.~ Organization Type . Frequency of Use . - Utility

National 3.0 | 3.00

L 4

Nationa]—RégfonaJ I 2.88 3.13
| 'stater 3.2% 3.31.

State-Regional 2.75 ‘ ‘ 3.00
o S ",

-«

School Districts ' 2.75 " 3.50

— X 2.99 ' 3.20

>
/

v_information was divided~into two groups. Four indicated they didn't try,
and eibQE?en (55 percent) indicated they‘]éft such follow-up to their clients.

Two members provideé no explanation for their non-response. The most typical

L2

request for information was for sample materials or for additional program

descriptions. In.some cqsés, the additional %nformation was ?equested and
I % . ’ . .
received through a telephone contact. ] v

The majority of respondents (21/35, '64 percent) indicated that they T

‘ found the SPIF database to be more valuable: than others available to them.

’

Eight (24 percent) found it less useful and four (12 percent) said it was
about equally valuable. Comments accompanying the response of lower utility }
. X el

- { dealt with the relatively small size and scope of the file and with the need

L 4 . .
. for greater coverage in certain areas. ~.Four members indicated that the .
royalty on the database ($10 per hour; $.10 per offline print) was nogi»
, . - . r
. . . p . .
reasonable, but all other users said'iﬁfwas reasonable,

»

(. ‘ T ) - 10 L — .
2 » R N "

=
-y
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Only two users indicated that they had probTems in searching SPIF.., In
| both cases, the need fof training was cited. One of these respondents
B toe M '

. indicated that thdy had problems in signing on to the §ys£em. Nearly half-

-

of the users (15/33) made suggegtions for imp;oving SPIF. Th€ most frequently
, . . 4

[
’

- cited comments were:

¢

, Al
. . e Haven't used it enough to evaluate fully <(4 responses)

° SPI? records hard to "decode"

. .o Go after resources in high priorify areas (2‘Yespgﬁsgs)
° Provjae special training for @PIF (3 responses)

« ® Need for more school-level practices L 9

o Some Yecords too long (2 .responses)

e Add paragraph headings to make records self-explanatory (e.qg.y
Resource Type for RT)

® Advertise beyond the online community
é Need to be able to sgve ERIC search strategy and execute on SPIF
Suggestions for additional content for SPIF were provfided by six 1

’

respondénts. A1l others indicated they could think of .no other content to
¢ .

be added. Suggestions included: ‘'more focus on programs," '"more vocar
[

i = .

tional educhtion curricula," ahd "more on bilingual education practices."
Feur respondents indicated that more records are needed in most content

! *

areas.
SPIF Awareness

A substantial majority of users (27/33) had undertaken no special
awareness- activities to advertise SPIE and its avaitability to their clients.
Six member organizations did undertake in-house awareness. The reason most

often given to explain the low incidence of awareness activities was the

. o . 11
Sy




v 7 lack of SPIF awareness materials. Several members §u§ges§ed that BRS

provide materials’to them for use in their mailings to clients. A few .

: _ ) . . ] .
‘members indicated that clients very seldom asked for a search of a particu= .
~ / - s . -
lar database, leaving it up ‘to the information providar to decide What
sources were most appropriate.

Conclusions ) =

.

Based on the data collected through the questionnaire and through . .
telephone interviews, it appears That users of SPIN and §;IF found the
. systems technically adequate and useful in responding to their clients'
information needs. The relatively large number of régpondents reporting
that it was too soon to evaluate the services,and the small number of non-
respondents,indicate that all findings should be vieweq as preliminary.

Rati;gs'of frequency of use of SPIN services indicate that usage was
moderate during the ;tart—up period, with lack of training in system use - &
being the most frequeptly cited explanation. psadé rates for SPIF were
slightly higher but still were lessened by insufficient familiarity with
P searching the databa§e. Utility ratings for SPIN were moderate and were
significant]y higher for SPIF. State level organizations tended to be higher
users of SPIN and SPIF,/but the distribution across all organizat;on types
-are too narrow to demonstrate significant differenc;s.

- .

Ratings of SPIN's usefulness during the start-up period were moderaie;

those for SPIF were substantially ﬁ?gher. Despite problems normally
associated with initiation (i.e., lack of sufficient training, experimenta-
tion, and limited size and scope), respondents indicated a generally high

level of sat?®faction with SPIN and SPIF. The database is rated as equal?®

to or better than other avajlable files by a substantial majority of users.




- ’

rship role in advertising the service
and demonstrdting,its users and ut

ity to current and potential members.
|

Discussion , n

Based on tﬁe findings from this first evaluation pﬁase, it appears that
SPIN is g:%wfng rapidly in number of members, but somewhat less quickly in
terms of use of SPIN/SPIF services. The anxietj,of system‘managers that
the evaluation might have been undertaken too soon iS in part justified
by the substantia]ﬂnumber of respondents who indicated no, little, or
moderate use. Another indication of this development was that nineteen,

respondents indicated that they would be willing to work with BRS in collect-

ing client evaluation information in the future. It is too soon to conduct

a survey of actual "end-users" of{éEIF information. (The desién for such
an evaluation is complete and will be implemented during phase two evg]ua;ion
activities.

A few operationa’ changes in SPIN/SPIF operations were made even before
formal evaluation information was available. Informal feedback indicated
that searching the priﬁ; directory was time consuming and costly. BRS staff,
prepared a printed_directory and distributed it with the winter newsletter.
Plans were made to update and distribute the directory with each quarterly
newsletter. The online directory was to be used ;or updates occuring during
the quarter. A printed version of the Pn1ina newsletter was created in much

_the same way, in order to provide an indepth printed version of the online
file. | , \
13
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Two significant content changes in the SPIF database were the inclusions
of descriptions of cimmercial materials and insE:Ectiﬁna1.sgftware for micro-
computers: Both modif%;étioﬁs were motivated by SPIN members and the file
has begun to expand in.tﬁesé dirgctions. Acquisition efforts in these and

. ) L] - I3 - , A
other areas are to receive ipcreased attention in the coming year.
Y

T Because SPIQ and SPLE are Eart of a BRSssupported R&q project, its
Tong-term future will be décided by .the nature and levelsof market demqg&,.
In the near term, he R&D. effort™will be guided by the‘eva1uat16n of its
users éccording to a wide rarnige of process and outéomg measures. EérJy
in@ications are that.the services are.generally souﬁd and u;efu] and tﬁat
demand for them is substantial. These indicants are gro%s measures at this
stage, and further indegih assessment at both the information provider and

o ‘
end user levels will be necessary to substantiate and.illuminate preliminary

findings.

14
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SCHOOL PRACTICES INFORMATION NETWORK °
SCHOOL PRACTICES INFORMATION FILE - -

S

. ¢ y N -
) _ SPIN Member Questionnaire
Your T# . . Person Responding
- - ; ' r
3 1. How frequently do you use: R
- Never . Rarely Sometimes -Frequently
a. SPIN member directory 1 2 3 4
b. SPIN newsletter . - 1 2 3 4
~ )
\lc. SPIN electronic mail 1 o2 3 4
& 4. SPIF davabase . 1 2 3 4
) ' .
If you circled a 1.er 2 for any service, please explain:
. |8
a. -—
/
b.
c. U
\
d.
2+ How useful is the:
USeless Very Useful
a. SPIN member directory 1 2 - 3 7 4
b. SPIN newsletter  _ . 1 Z 3 4
c. SPIN efectronic mail 1 2 3 7 q
d. SPIF database ] 1 2 3 4
If you circled a 1 or 2 for any service, please explain:
4
a.
b. , h
c. .
P Y
d. ] \
Qo . c')ver,

S
,»f‘}‘




With respect to SPIF:
- Did your clients find the information useful?

- Did you contact people cited in the abstracts
for more information?

- If yes, were you satisfied with the response?

- If no, why not?

- Is the royalty reasonable?

- Is the database more valuable than others
available to you? _

- EXplain "no"

|

[

[ ]

- Do you know how to submit items for  *
inclusion in SPIF? J

b
&\.

Is there other content that you would like to have
available through SPIF?

If yes,_gpecify

|

[

Have you undertaken any special awareness activities to advertise the

availability of SPIFT

C_ yes [ Jno
Comment:
\
Have you encountered any problems in searching SPIF?
w
Comment:
170

yes

no




-

7. What suggestions do you have for improving SPIF? i
. Content of SPIF -

o

| ]

o

. Format of SPIF records

O

. Search procedures .

d. SPIF services

e -

»

For what purposes have you used electronic mai% (check all that apply)?
never used

routine communication

receiving requests\for information

responding to requests for information

making requests

SRR EEE

other,

O Yy
; ‘ over ,
#




10.

11.

12.

L4

Have you encountered any problems in using the SPIN communications
system? o :

yes [Jno

Comment:

What suggestions do you have for improving SPIN?

Do you evaluate your information services using client feedback?

[ yes | Ino

H

If'yes , descri b'e briefly.

Would you be willing to work with ESG in collecting evaluation
information from your clients on the utility of SPIF?

L_—_]yes . Dno

7
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